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Distancedo t make us fonder
Malaysians in the peninsula tend to think that the country is just that strip of land between Thailand and Singapore,
something that leaves those on the other si~eof the pond feeling like stepchildren.
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IFaMalaysianfromthepeninsulaweretobeaskedwhereMalaysiais,hewouldmostlikelysaythatit is locatedbetween
SingaporeandThailand.
HardlyanyonewouldmentionSabahand
Sarawak,whichis onlyaboutatwo-hour.
flightfromKualaLumpur.
In geographicalterms,approximately
l,200kmofSouthChinaSeaw,aterseparate
peninsularMalaysiafromSarawak,butthis
geographicaldivideisnotuniquetoourcoun-
tryalone.
IndonesiandthePhilippinesareamong
thecountriesthathavehadtodealwith land
massesbeingdividedbylargebodiesof
water,andthesedistancescangreatlyimpact
anation.
Pakistan,forone,underwentaterritorial
break-upaftertheIndo-PakistaniWarin
1971,whichendedwithEastPakistangaining
independencetoformthestateof
Bangladesh.
Onalocallevel,manyMalaysiansfindthis
physicaldistanceabarrierinmanyareas,
especiallywhenit comestointegratioIl
efforts.
"Thelargespanofwaterdividesus.
Coupledwiththeimmigrationlaws,it affects
theemergenceofatrueMalaysianidentity,"
saidProfEmeritusDrRanjitSinghof
UniversitiUtaraMalaysia's(UUM)Collegeof
Law,GovernmentandInternationalStudies.
Becauseofthe 18-pointand20-point
agreementthatwasinkedpriortotheforma-
tionofMalaysia,SabahansandSaraw~kians
arefreetomigratetothepeninsulabutnot
theotherwayround.
AlthoughMalaysiaisa50-year-oldnation,
DrRanjitbelievesthereisstillnotmuchinte-
grationbetweenthepeopleofpeninsular
Malaysia,SabahandSarawak.
. "DoSabahansthinkofthemselvesas
SabahansorMalaysians?At thesocietallevel,
thereshouldbemoreintegration,"saidDr
Ranjit.
Evennow,thereareMalaysianswhodonot
knowthedifferencebetweenMerdekaDay
andMalaysiaDay.Onanationalevel,thelat-
terwasnotdeclaredapublicholidayuntil
2010.
Historicallyspeaking,Merdekawhichis
celebratedin thepeninsuladoesnothave
muchtodowith SabahandSarawak.
Earlierthisyear,July 22markedthe50th
anniversaryofSarawak'sindependencefrom
theBritishin 1963,aneventknownas
liberationDay.
Sabah,knownasNorthBorneothen,had
alsogainedindependencefromtheBritishon
Aug31thesameyear,just16daysbeforeits
historicdaytoformMalaysiawithSarawak,
SingaporeandMalaya.
AndalthoughMalaysiais50thisyear,there
aremanywhobelieveit tobesixyearsolder.
MalaysianInstituteofDevelopmentand
AsianStudies(Midas)directorDrK.J. John
believes"conceptualdistance"between
peninsularMalaysiaandSabahandSarawak
remainsabiggerissuethanphysicaldistance.
"IwasbornbeforeMerdeka,andI only
understoodeverythingin termsofMerdeka
untilabout10yearsago.Nobodyeducated
meabouttheconceptofMalaysiaDay,"said
DrJohn,whonoworganisesagettogether
everySept16.
Then,thereisalsotheinsufficientrecogni-
tionofthevariouspeopleinSabahand
Sarawak.
SociologistDrSarjitSinghofUniversiti
PutraMalaysia(UPM)saidthatmostpeninsu-
larMalaysianstalkedabouttheMalay,
Chineseand)ndianracesasmakingupthe
majorityofMalaysians,whichleavesoutthe
manyandvariedindigenousgroupsinSabah
andSarawak.
"Thoseideasneedtoberepositioned.Our
multiracialrepresentationshouldnotonlybe
peninsula-based,butshouldalsocomprise
thepeopleofSabahandSarawak.Theyalso
contributedto Malaysia'sdevelopment,"he
said.
Thereare26indigenousgroupsofpeople
inSarawakand38inSabah.TheIbanand
Kadazandusunmakeupthemajorityin
SarawakandSabahrespectively,
AndwithmostofMalaysia'smilitaryforces
basedin peninsularMalaysia,thereisthe
issueofsecurity.Duringthearmedintrusion
of LahadDatuearlierthisyear,troopswere
broughtin fromthepeninsulatohelpout
withthesituation. '
AnotherissuethatranklesmanySabahans
andSarawakiansi thefactthattheyarefar
behindin infrastructuredevelopmentcom-
paredtothepeninsula.Basicamenitiesuch
asroads,waterandelectri.cityarelacking,
especiallyin theinterior.
"InsomeplacesinSabah,theyhaveceiling
fansbutnoelectricity.Theyneedproper
development,"saidDrSarjit.
Thisisdespitethefactthatbothstates
makelargecontributionstotheoilcoffersof
thecountry.ManySabahansandSarawakians
feeltheyareattherawendofthedealas
theycanonlywatchoil-richBruneiwith
envy.
"Underneathit all,thereisalwaysafeeling
ofbeingtreatedlikeastepchild,"saidDr
-Ranjit.
OnereasonforeastMalaysiansnotfeeling
as"Malaysian"astheirpeninsulacounter-
par~s,saidFaridahStephens,is becausethey
havetoboardaplaneto getto thepeninsu-
la.
"MalaysiaisverySemenanjung-centric
because-themainseatofpowerisinwest
Malaysia.All themajordecisionsaremade
here,"saidthedaughterofSabah'sfirstChief
Minister,TunFuadStephens.
AndwhilewestandeastMalaysiacould
benefitfrombeingconnectedbyabridgeor
land,politicalanalystKhooKayPengthinks
thatthedistancebetweenthetwowill cease
tobeaproblemif moredecentralisationtook
place.
"Airtransportationis cheaperandtrade
activitiescanhappenin thefarcornerofthe
world.Thereis noreasonwhyanypartof
Malaysiashouldbelessdeveloped,"headded.
Asairfaresbecomemuchcheaper,thegap
calledSouthChinaSeabecomesnarrower.
